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WHILE THE CITY SLEEPS, AN UNKNOWN HERO WATCHES OVER IT FROM HIS LONELY OUTPOST ON THE ROOFTOPS

Every story has a hero.

All you have to do is make sure it’s you.

On my first night in Woolpit Royal Teaching Hospital, I thought my chance had come. The boy in the next bed sleepwalked. Hands straight down by his side, head held high, like a piece of spooky Playmobil he sleepwalked right up to the ward door, which is locked with a security code. I didn’t want to bother the night nurse, so I followed him. He typed some numbers into the keypad. The door opened and off he went along the empty hospital corridors, through a staff canteen—where I was distracted by cheese—and out of the fire door.

I thought we’d walked onto the street.

I’d forgotten we were twelve floors up.

We were standing in the doorway of a kind of hut thing up on the hospital roof.

Miles below, the city twinkled like a massive Christmas tree. The boy did the Spooky Playmobil right to the edge of the roof. One more step and SPLAT! He would be a splodge of jam on the pavement hundreds of feet below. I thought about shouting his name, but what if he woke up, got scared, and fell?

His name, by the way, was Tommy-Lee Komissky—though everyone called him Grim Komissky. And mine is Rory Rooney. We were in the same class at school. He was the biggest and meanest. I was the smallest and weakest. I could tell you stories about the times he squashed my sandwiches, the times he threw my bag off the back of the bus, the times he threw me off the bus. But I wasn’t thinking about that now. I was thinking—this is it, this is 100 percent my chance to be a hero.

All I have to do is save his life.

As long as he doesn’t take another step, it’ll be easy.


There was a flash of lightning.

He flinched.

I blinked.

There was a rumble of thunder.

He took another step.

Then Grim Komissky fell off the roof.
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THE NEXT THING I KNEW . . .

I saw him fall. I was standing in the doorway on the far side of the roof. There was nothing I could do to help him. But the next thing I knew . . .

I was standing next to him.

On the ground.

Between a row of wheelie bins and a Dumpster.

I’d saved him.

I looked up at the roof twelve stories above us. How had we got from there to here?

How?

Well the truth is, I am astounding.

And this is the story of how I became astounding.


We had fallen off the top of a twelve-story building. We didn’t splatter into pavement jam. We didn’t crash through the pavement. We didn’t bounce. We weren’t even scratched. Our fall had left us completely unharmed, though it had woken Grim up.

He looked around, stretched, and growled, “What’s going on? Where are we? Are you trying to dump me in a wheelie bin?!” (This might seem an unusual question, but while we were at school, Grim Komissky had once dumped me in a wheelie bin. He probably thought I was trying to get Revenge.) He shoved me into the corner so I couldn’t dodge past him. But I wasn’t scared.

Tonight—for the first time since I met him—I was not scared of Grim Komissky.

Tonight I was not scared of anything.

“What are we doing here? How did we get here?”

I looked up at the top of the building—way, way above my head, so high I could hardly see it. “We jumped,” I said. “From up there.”

He looked up too. “You laughing at me, Rory Rooney?” He pulled back his fist, ready to thump me.

“No.”

“We can’t have jumped. We’d be dead.”

“But we did jump. And we’re not dead. And,” I said, “the jumping isn’t the only inexplicable thing. When we came off the ward, you unlocked the door in your sleep. When we were on the roof, I teleported slightly. What does it mean? Think about it.”

Grim Komissky looked as if he’d just swallowed a furious wasp.

I worried he was going to be sick. “What’s up? What’s happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m thinking.”

“Oh. Right.”

“No. No good. Nothing’s coming.”

“Okay, Tommy-Lee, listen.” That was the first time ever I called him by his real name, by the way. “They put us in the isolation ward here at Woolpit Royal Teaching Hospital because they think we’re sick. What if we’re not sick? What if what we are is . . . superheroes?”
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HOW WE BECAME ASTOUNDING . . .

No one is born Super (except Superman, obviously).

The Incredible Hulk was mild-mannered scientist Bruce Banner until he was blown up by his own Gamma Bomb.

Spider-Man was ninety-pound weakling Peter Parker until he was bitten by a radioactive spider.

Swamp Thing was a botanist. He was trying to find a way to make deserts fertile, but he died and his soul got stuck in a bush.

They didn’t choose to be heroes. They didn’t even want to be heroes. Something weird happened and they became astounding. Maybe they could have gone to the hospital to have their astoundingness removed. But no. They chose to use it for Good. That’s what made them heroes.

That’s exactly how it was for us.

When I looked up at the hospital roof, I seemed to see all the weird things that had happened to us, trailing after us like the tail of a comet. My life was flashing past me like the pages of a Spider-Man comic!

And I don’t even like comics! (My dad does, but I don’t.)

On the front page of this comic was a picture of me and Tommy-Lee and the words How We Became Astounding . . . Now read on.
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ATTACK OF THE KILLER KITTENS

GOVERNMENT HEALTH WARNING:

Feline-Origin Respiratory Tract Infection—commonly known as “cat flu”—is a virus spread by domestic house cats. Although the virus is not especially serious, it is extremely contagious. You can avoid infection by keeping your contact with cats to a minimum. If you have a cat, please keep it indoors until the epidemic is over. Thank you.

No one called it cat flu except on the news. Everyone called it “Killer Kittens.” Especially my mum. We didn’t have a cat, but we did have a cat flap—the people who lived in our house before us put it there. Mum nailed up the cat flap and spread anti-cat pellets all over the back garden.

“Don’t be scared, love,” said Dad. “No one else is scared.”

“Just because no one else is scared doesn’t mean things are not scary,” said Mum.

She was definitely right about this, by the way. No one else was scared the day we started Handsworth Academy. I was scared, and I was 100 percent right to be scared, because on that very first morning Grim Komissky took my bag off me, rooted around inside, took out my sandwiches, and ate them right in my face.

Bonnie Crewe—the Girl with the World’s Longest Ponytail—said to him, “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

“There is no one my own size,” growled Grim, through a mouthful of my lunch, “and if there was, why would I take that risk? It’s much safer for me to pick on someone I know I can squash like a bug.”

“That makes sense,” said Bonnie, and skipped off with her ponytail swinging from side to side.

Dad explained to Mum that the virus wasn’t serious anyway—it caused flu-like symptoms and drowsiness. Plus, even if you had a cat, you only had a 10 percent chance of catching it.

“If there’s a ten percent chance of catching it,” said Mum, “that means ten percent of people will catch it.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Yes, it does.”

“It doesn’t.”

“It does.”

“It doesn’t.”

“If ten percent of people catch it, that will mean ten percent of people are off work. What if those people are the people who deliver flour to the bakeries or milk from the dairies? What if they’re the people who take the food to the supermarkets? Or the people who open the supermarkets in the morning? What then? That’ll mean there won’t be enough food to go round. And people will be rioting for food. And what if some of the people who are too sick to go to work are policemen? Then there won’t be any policemen to stop the rioters rioting, and what then? A total breakdown in law and order, all because of Kittens.”

“I think the chances of that are about 0.001 percent,” said Dad. “There’s nothing to worry about. Or only 0.001 percent.”

Mum bought about a million tins of Spam and ten tons of pasta. She didn’t buy them in one big lot from one big shop because people might see her, then copy her, and that might trigger a wave of panic buying. She also bought a camping stove with its own gas canister and loads of matches and candles in case the electricity went off, and she made us keep the bath filled up with cold water in case the water went off.

“Now I’m not scared,” she said. “Now I’m prepared.”

Don’t Be Scared, Be Prepared is the name of a book that Dad had bought for her. Under the title it said, Dangerous situations are not dangerous if you know what to do.

It tells you:

        •     What to do about wasp stings

        •     How to light a fire with no matches

        •     How to catch, skin, and cook rabbits

        •     How to stop a nosebleed

        •     And what to do in the event of a total breakdown of law and order in society, etc.

 And . . .

        •     How to deal with bullies.

Until then everything I’d done to try and stop Grim Komissky picking on me had failed.

There was the night I tried to stop him from throwing my bag off the back of the bus by giving my bag to my big sister Ciara, who went home on the late bus. Instead of throwing the bag off, he threw me off.

There was the time I tried to avoid him by getting the late bus myself. He waited for it with me, complained about the delay to his homeward journey, and threw me off again.

Every day he’d take my sandwiches out of my bag and lift off the top layer to check on the filling. If it was something he liked—say, ham—he would eat the whole sandwich. If it was something he didn’t like—say, cheese—he’d roll the whole sandwich into a ball between his chopping-board hands, drop it on the floor, and stamp on it. SQUELCH!

In the comic-book version of my life story, there was a drawing of me hiding in the geography storage cupboard, which was surprisingly comfortable. The caption said: AT LAST RORY ROONEY FINDS PEACE IN HIS FORTRESS OF SOLITUDE.

The Fortress of Solitude is a vast complex hidden away under the polar ice, where Superman goes to do his thinking. Except Superman has droids to serve him food, whereas I had a big papier-mâché model of the West Midlands in the Ice Age, which I used as a table to put my sandwiches on while I was listening for Trouble.

And the next picture was Grim Komissky bursting into the geography storage cupboard with his almost-as-big-as-him mates (Kian Power and Jordan Swash) shouting, “Surprise!!!”

In the drawing you can tell from the expression on my face that it’s no surprise to me.

The next picture after that would be just the storeroom door with POW! CRASH! THUNK! written across it and the word “Ow!” sneaking through the gap under the door.

In Don’t Be Scared, Be Prepared it says that if you’re being bullied, the first thing you should do is inform a responsible adult—for instance, a parent.

“Mum,” I said, “bad things are happening at school.”

“Have you disinfected your hands?” She’d put a squeezy bottle of disinfectant gel by the front door.

“Yes.”

“Then don’t worry. We’re not going to catch the virus, and even if there’s a total breakdown in law and order, we’ve got pasta. We’ve got candles. We’ve got water. We could last out for weeks. We’re not scared. We’re prepared.”

“Great.”

I also mentioned it to my dad.

“When I had trouble at school,” he said, “you know what I did? I sneaked into our yard when everyone else was asleep and tried to summon Batman. I got a big rubber bat from a joke shop and shone a flashlight at it onto the side of our house—to make the Bat-Signal.” Dad has always been unusually serious about comics.

“Did it work?”

“No. You know why?”

“Because Batman’s not a real person?”

“Exactly. If you need a hero, you have to be one. Sometimes—for instance, if you are the youngest and the littlest in your year—you might think, How can I be the hero? I’m the littlest in my year. But there’s more than one kind of hero. There are heroes with shocking great muscles who can stop a speeding train with their bare hands, thus saving the passengers from Certain Death. But there are also skinny little heroes who destroy big bullies using only their superior intelligence and cunning.”

“But I don’t have superior intelligence or cunning.”

“But I do.” And to prove it, he showed me his antigravity trick. In the Rory Rooney comic, there was a diagram to show you how to do this trick.

HUMILIATE BULLIES WITH THIS SIMPLE ANTIGRAVITY TRICK

         1.    Ask the bully to pick you up, and then they pick you up.

         2.    Ask them to put you down and try again.

         3.    While they’re getting ready to lift you, allow your own body to go limp. Concentrate on a spot on the floor, between their legs.

         4.    Put your arms out, forcing the bully to pick you up by your forearms. When they pick you up, gently press on the inside of their elbow joint with your thumbs. Continue to concentrate on the spot on the ground and to keep your body limp.

         5.    They will not be able to lift you up. Works every time.

“Are you sure it works every time?”

“Absolutely.”


So I tried that.

After Grim picked me up the first time, I was about to say, “Now . . . put me down and try to pick me up again.” This is when you do the part with the thumbs and staring at the floor, etc. In fact, when I said, “Now put me down,” Grim did put me down—facedown—DUNK!—in the wheelie bin.

In every story there are Heroes and Villains, winners and losers. If you don’t decide which you are, someone else will decide for you. Someone like Grim Komissky.






[image: image]

THE WAGON WHEEL OF DOOM . . .

Every superhero has a nemesis. Batman has the Joker. Spider-Man has the Green Goblin. Superman has Lex Luthor.

My nemesis was Grim Komissky.

If I was a superhero, how would I fight my nemesis?

“If you were a superhero,” said my sister Ciara, “what would you be called?”

“I don’t need a secret identity. I need Grim Komissky to stop hurting me.”

We were flicking through Don’t Be Scared, Be Prepared together, looking for nemesis-crushing notions. “Look at this,” said Ciara. “It says here that hippopotamuses kill more people than lions do. How depressing is that? I thought hippos were nice, but, no, violence is everywhere.”

“I’m not being bullied by a hippopotamus. I’m being bullied by a bully.”

“Anti-Bullying Suggestion Number Two—try to make friends with the bully. For instance, find out if he’s got a hobby or something and start a conversation.”

I said, “He has got a hobby. His hobby is picking on me. We have lots of conversations about it. They go like this:

“Me: ‘Please don’t rip up my homework/eat my lunch/snap my ruler/throw me off the bus.’

“Him: ‘Try and stop me.’”

“There’s got to be more to his life than that.” She asked around at school and discovered that Grim did have a hobby.

Kickboxing.

“Advanced kickboxing, apparently. He’s really good at it. He’s the Under-Sixteen British Champion. Could you have a conversation about kickboxing?”

I tried that.

Me: “Please don’t kickbox me with your killer feet.”

Him: “Why not? Kick.”

Ciara had one of her brain waves. “Let’s be logical about this—Grim steals your food. What does that tell you about him?”

“That he can do what he likes, due to his highly trained feet.”

“What else?”

“That I’m always hungry. That I’m going to be the smallest in my class forever because of malnutrition.”

“No, no. He’s hungry. Otherwise why steal food? He’s hungry. All you have to do is offer him some food before he asks for it. Hungry people will do anything for food.” She makes some sandwiches.

In the comic-book version of my life, there was a picture of her making sandwiches with a slightly-too-pleased-with-herself expression. I didn’t notice this expression at the time.

“If he’s going to eat your sandwiches, don’t let him take them. Go and give them to him. Show some style.”

That lunchtime I walked right up to the Table of Fear—the table where Grim eats with his two nearly-as-big mates. I opened my lunch box and said, “Mind if I join you?”

Tucked in next to the sandwiches is a Wagon Wheel. A nice little touch from Ciara. I love Wagon Wheels. I said a little prayer that Grim would hate that combination of light milk chocolate, crunchy biscuit, and squashy marshmallow.

Grim: “Wagon Wheel . . . I love that combination of light milk chocolate, crunchy biscuit, and squashy marshmallow . . .”

Curses.

“But I don’t do sweet before savory. Let’s see the sandwiches first. . . .” Maybe he’d be so full after the sandwiches he wouldn’t want the Wagon Wheel. He opened the top sandwich like he was defusing a bomb. Top layer of bread—thrown away. Crunchy fresh lettuce, in the mouth. Under the lettuce—ham spread with a thick layer of . . . what was that? A knife of cold fear stabbed my heart. I knew what that was. It was Dad’s Rocket Chili Sauce. My gran sends a bottle over from Guyana every Christmas. It’s called Rocket Chili because one tiny teaspoonful is enough to send you into orbit. One tiny teaspoonful is enough to spice up a big pan of curry. Ciara had spread it on the ham like jam. Ciara had made a lethal Ham and Chili Rocket Volcano Nuclear Meltdown Sandwich.

Me: “No . . . don’t eat that.”

Grim: “I eat what I like.”

Grim rolled the ham up, brought it to his mouth, chili sauce leaking out of the sides like chemical waste. I could feel the heat of it, singeing my nasal hairs.

“But . . .”

Grim posted the chili-smothered ham into his mouth.

He chewed.

His eyes narrowed.

He stopped chewing.

His eyes closed.

Then they opened again.

The pupils were tiny black dots.

Then they were big black pools.

His nostrils flared.

Then he did the last thing I was expecting.

He swallowed.

He licked his lips.

He took another bite.

Eyes closed. Eyes opened. Pupils tiny. Pupils huge. Nostrils flared.

Then . . . the rest of the ham vanished into the mouth.

He opened his mouth, wafted a bit of air into it with his hand. “Nice.” He nodded. “Do me another one like that tomorrow.”

Grim Komissky has asbestos taste buds. Astounding.

What can a big sister, or a dad, or a mum, really do against someone who can’t feel pain even with his tongue?

“Now,” he said, “for the light milk chocolate, crunchy biscuit, and squashy marshmallow of the Wagon Wheel.”

Jodi Swash said, “Tommy-Lee! No!!! You said lunch was Cheestrings and apple. You can’t eat the Wagon Wheel.”

“’S a present,” said Grim Komissky, “so it doesn’t count.” He Frisbee’d the entire biscuit into his mouth.

“Don’t swallow,” said Jodi.

“I,” said Grim, shrapneling crumbs and chocolate flakes, “swallow what I like.”

SLURP.

He swallowed the Wagon Wheel.

YUM.

In my comic-book life story, the next picture was an ambulance screaming onto the playground. WAH WAH WAH WAH WAH WAH. Worried faces were looking out of the school windows. People were standing on benches to get a better view of Grim Komissky being carried out of the building on a stretcher, with an oxygen mask over his face. Within minutes of eating my Wagon Wheel he had turned bright blue, because he couldn’t breathe. It turns out that Grim Komissky has a serious nut allergy.

Ciara came and stood next to me as the ambulance drove away. “Wow,” she said, “you really crushed your nemesis.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose. I didn’t know he had a nut allergy.”

“The chances of you accidentally giving traces of nuts to someone with a nut allergy must be less than one percent. You hit the bull’s-eye. You should be proud. What are you going to do now?”

“About what?”

“Like all archvillains, Grim Komissky has henchmen. As you’ve hurt their leader, I’d say that there’s a solid ninety-eight percent chance that Kian and Jordan will come after you for . . .

“REVENGE!”

Oh.

Great.
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REVENGE OF THE HENCHMEN

Dad keeps all his Amazing Spider-Man comics in a box under his bed—each one in its own little plastic folder. In The Amazing Spider-Man #8, Peter Parker is still at school and a football player called Flash Thompson keeps picking on him and calling him “Puny Parker.” They end up having a boxing match, and Flash Thompson is completely confused because he can’t land a punch on Peter Parker due to Peter Parker’s Amazing Spider Speed. Then—WALLOP!—Peter hits Flash with his Amazing Spider Punch and sends him flying out of the ring. Peter Parker is the new hero of Midtown High School. All the kids give him a rousing cheer as he walks to his locker.




Is this what happened to me when I defeated my nemesis? Did I get a rousing cheer as I walked to my locker?

No.

Everyone thought I was a poisonous little snake who had tried to kill poor Grim Komissky with a biscuit.

In fact, no one called him Grim Komissky anymore. From then on everyone in school called him “poor Tommy-Lee.”

“You tried to kill poor Tommy-Lee with a biscuit,” said Kian Power, blocking the entrance to the boys’ toilets. “He has a chronic nut allergy.”

“I was trying to be friendly. I didn’t know he had a chronic nut allergy. I didn’t even know that Wagon Wheels had nuts in.”

“Traces of nuts,” said Kian. “That’s all it takes. Just traces of nuts. We have lunch with him every day to make sure he doesn’t eat a nut by accident. We all eat the same lunch so he doesn’t feel left out.”

“We haven’t eaten a nut, or a trace of a nut, all year,” said Jodi.

I said, “He never told me he had a nut allergy.”

“So you’re trying to blame him now!? You’re saying it’s his fault he’s sick? Are you saying we should go and beat him up just because he’s got an allergy?”

“No.”

“Who do you want us to beat up then?”

“I don’t think you should beat anyone up.”

“He’s our mate. We have to beat someone up.”

“And that someone is you,” said Kian. “We’re not going to do it yet, though. We’re going to make you wait in fear. You won’t know the time or the place.”

“And then,” said Jodi, “we’ll get you the Monday after next in Colomendy.”

The Colomendy “It’s Great Outdoors” Center was where we were going for our Year Seven trip. When our geography teacher, Ms. Stressley, gave us the final details about the trip, she said, “Sadly, poor Tommy-Lee won’t be joining us for this trip. Thanks to the aftereffects of the recent attempt on his life, he has now been transferred to a special hospital.” She gave me a dark look and asked that everyone remember Tommy-Lee in their prayers.

I did pray that he wouldn’t die. But even in my prayers I couldn’t call him Poor Tommy-Lee. He was still Grim to me.
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MONDAY MORNING . . .

It’s a bright autumn morning. A group of innocent schoolchildren is crowding excitedly onto a bus bound for the countryside. One boy stands a little apart, less excited than his classmates. . . .

I stayed at the back of the queue. Everyone had to wipe their feet on a disinfectant mat—to help defeat Killer Kittens—before getting on the bus to Colomendy. When the last person had done that, the driver asked me to help him get the mat onto the bus.

“Thanks, son,” he said as I shoved it on board. Then he closed the door in my face and drove off without me.

I was saved!

Until Ms. Stressley pulled up in her little Fiat and accused me of trying to dodge the trip. I told her the driver didn’t see me.

“You should make yourself more obvious. Get in.”

She was following the bus in her car so we would have a vehicle for emergencies when we got there.

We did have an emergency in the end.

But it was too big for a Fiat.

I opened my sandwiches so I could eat them before Kian and Jodi could take them. “Those look nice, Rory,” said Ms. Stressley.

“Thank you, miss. Made them myself. Cheese and ham and tomato.”

“My favorite.” She kept looking at them instead of looking at the road. In the end I decided to give her one in order to prevent a fatal car crash. She shoved it into her mouth more or less whole and put her hand out for another one.

“When we get there,” she said, spitting bits of tomato everywhere, “you’ll be split into groups. Each group will be named after their dormitory. There’s Badger Dormitory, Fox Dormitory, Falcon Dormitory. You’ll be in Bat Dormitory. That’s way up in the roof, up a rickety old staircase, on the far side of the house. Nice and quiet. That’s why it’s called Bat Dormitory. You’ll be in there with Kian Power and Jodi Swash.”

“What?! No! Please, miss! No! Why?”

It turns out that we were all supposed to write down the names of anyone we’d like to share with and no one had written me down, except Jodi and Kian. She said, “They might be very hurt if you said you didn’t want to share with them.”

I said, “Someone will be hurt, miss, but I don’t think it will be them.”

“This is your chance,” she said, “to show some remorse for trying to kill Tommy-Lee Komissky.”

No, I thought, this is his henchmen’s big chance to get revenge.


When we arrived, a man in a pom-pom hat gave us a talk about making sure we washed our hands in disinfectant after any contact with the animals, and about avoiding any contact with cats or catlike creatures due to Killer Kittens.

Bonnie Crewe said, “Apart from cats, what creatures are catlike?”

“Lions, leopards, lynxes, pumas, tigers, cougars . . .”

“Do they have lions in Wales?” asked Kian.

“Not as a rule, but you can’t be too careful.”

“What about tigers?”

“No. As I say, big cats are not indigenous.”

“Leopards?”

“That’s right. No big cats. Usually.”

Then he explained the emergency procedures—what to do if someone broke a leg or similar.

Kian whispered in my ear, “You should listen to this. You’re probably going to need emergency procedures.”

The first activity at the “It’s Great Outdoors” center was kayaking. The man in the pom-pom hat led us on a walk up the river to where the boats were kept. On the way he pointed out various geographical features. “Here is where the river meanders,” he said. “Come back in a couple of hundred years and you’ll probably find these meanders have turned into an oxbow lake. Course, you’ll probably be dead by then.”

“Or before then,” said Kian, digging me in the ribs.

The kayaks were about a mile upriver, where the water—said Pom-Pom Hat—was “a bit more exciting but not too exciting.” Kian and Jodi stayed one on each side of me, walking more and more slowly and closer and closer to the bank as we got farther up the hill. Soon we were way behind the others and right on the edge of the water.

“Ready for your bath?” asked Kian. So they were going to dump me in the river. Fine. I wasn’t scared of getting wet. I could swim. I could just swim away from them. I could swim upriver to where the kayaks were, and when they asked me what I was doing, just say I preferred swimming to walking—especially in exciting water. It would actually be cool. I might even look like some sort of hero.

“What are you doing?” said Kian. Jodi was looking around all over the place. He seemed to have lost interest in hurting me.

“I’m keeping an eye open,” he said. “For lions.”

“That gnome man just told you,” said Kian. “There are no lions in Wales.”

“He said you can’t be too careful.”

“Don’t worry about lions and leopards,” I said. “All you’ve got to do is make yourself look as big as you can. Stand on tiptoe, stretch your coat out. Spread your legs. Anything. Lions hate to waste energy. If you look like you might be hard to kill, they’ll leave you alone. Besides, if I’m with you, the lion would go for me and leave you alone, because I’m the littlest.” They looked at me. I shrugged. “I read it in a book.”

“Great. I feel a lot better now, thanks,” said Jodi. “What are we going to do? Drown him?”

“Yeah. Come on. Let’s do it.”

“Lions aren’t a problem anyway,” I said. “Hippos kill a lot more people than lions do.”

“Hippos are vegetarian,” said Kian, grabbing me. “Come on—get his other arm, Jodi.”

“Being vegetarian doesn’t make you gentle,” I said. “If you scare a hippo, it will trample you and possibly bite you in two. You don’t even have to scare it on purpose. If you stand between a hippo and the water, that is an emergency situation as far as a hippo is concerned. And in an emergency situation, a hippo does not roll up in a cute little ball, or change color. It bites you in half. There’s no point trying to reason with a hippo, because the hippo is three meters long and weighs as much as fifty men.” This was all in Don’t Be Scared, Be Prepared. By now Jodi was anxiously scanning the horizon for signs of hippo activity. He was worried, and as long as he was worried, he wasn’t dumping me in the river. All I had to do was keep him worried.

Kian wasn’t worried, though. “There are no hippos in Wales,” he said. “Someone would have mentioned it.”

I pointed out that there were six hippos in Conwy Zoo. “I know,” I said. “I checked.”

“Exactly. In the zoo. Behind bars.”

“Yeah, but how did they get there? They weren’t born there. They didn’t swim to Wales from Africa. Someone brought them. In a lorry, probably. For all you know, the roads of Wales are stuffed with lorries taking hippos up and down the country. And lorries can crash and hippos can escape. There could be hippos in this very river.”

“Yeah? What’s the chance of that?”

“Small. Maybe ten percent. You could risk it. I’m just saying, that means there’s a ten percent chance of us ending up with a lot of empty kayaks and loads of bitten-in-half kids, going, ‘That hippo attack was ninety percent unlikely.’”

Jodi scanned the water anxiously. “I just wish poor Tommy-Lee was here,” he sighed. “I never worried about hippos when Tommy-Lee was here.”

“But he’s not here, is he?” snapped Kian. “And why is that? Because he put him in the hospital, that’s why.” He poked me in the chest as he said this, then poked again, and each poke shoved me a little bit nearer to the edge. “Are you trying to scare us? Are you? You don’t scare us! We scare you! Understand? Do. You. Under. Stand?” One last poke and I was in the water.


My nostrils filled up with water. It was so cold inside my nose, I couldn’t think of anything else. I tried to stand up. But I was the wrong way up. I banged my head on a rock. The water gurgled around me. It was like being swallowed by a polar bear. I rolled over. At last I could hear something other than water. Laughter. Kian and Jodi laughing their heads off as they ran off up the hill.

I managed to get up on my knees. I breathed
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